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In March 2020, the theater landscape experienced an immense upheaval, along 
with nearly every other facet of society, due to the COVID-19 novel coronavirus. The live 
performing arts ecosystem closed its collective doors indefinitely, and as of March 2021, 
remains largely closed in the United States and abroad. The theater world finds itself in 
a situation no one ever could have predicted, with no roadmap to guide it.  
A look at the numbers reveals how dire the situation is for not-for-profit theaters 
in particular. Though the temporary closure of Broadway may have dire consequences 
for the personal livelihoods of many, the infrastructure will still be in place for 
individual shows to be capitalized and mounted once venues are reopened, and the risk 
to investors of a show failing to turn to a profit was always high. Not-for-profit theaters, 
however, are at risk of permanent closure, since they cannot afford to pay for their 
facilities and staff, much less mount productions, if no money remains in the bank at the 
end of the shutdown. Ticket revenue for North American theaters in September 2020 
was down 84% from the same point in 2019.1 Theaters have lost a total of $1.7 billion 
collectively,2 and if conditions remain the same, more than 30% of theaters surveyed 
anticipate having to close permanently by next year.3  
Theater leaders of course had no plan in place for a shutdown of this magnitude 
and duration and have found themselves with tough choices to make. Some have chosen 
 
1 David Brownlee and Eric Nelson. “COVID-19 Sector Benchmark: Insight Report September 2020” 
(September 30, 2020), https://trgarts.com/blog/insights-report-sep-2020.html. 
2 Report by Americans for the Arts. “The Economic Impact of Coronavirus on the Arts and Culture Sector” 
(March 2020), https://www.americansforthearts.org/by-topic/disaster-preparedness/the-economic-
impact-of-coronavirus-on-the-arts-and-culture-sector.  
3 Rosie Brownlow-Calkin. “To Be or Not to Be: Theatres Brace for Another Season of Uncertainty,” 
American Theatre, October 26, 2020, https://www.americantheatre.org/2020/10/26/to-be-or-not-to-
be-theatres-brace-for-another-season-of-uncertainty/.  
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to lay off or furlough employees, while others are continuing to pay their staff. Certain 
theaters have moved forward with a full slate of online programming, with others opting 
to wait until they can produce in person again. The extent of each not-for-profit theater’s 
fundraising efforts has varied widely. The only thing all these organizations have in 
common is the understanding that no one can know for sure what the right approach is. 
A few theaters have already had no choice but to close their doors for good4, and as a 
near-total absence of earned income continues, more are certain to follow suit. With no 
precedent for a calamity of this nature, where can these leaders turn for guidance? What 
relevance can the existing resources have?  
It is true that there is no playbook out there for a situation just like this one, but it 
is still worthwhile to examine what managers can learn by example, and while it may not 
be possible to provide a one-size-fits-all roadmap, it is possible to step back and take 
stock of certain trends that have emerged so far and glean some best practices from 
those trends. In this paper, I will offer not-for-profit theater leaders some management 
strategies for navigating the shutdown and its aftermath by drawing from three different 
sets of resources.  
The first is crisis-management experts and consultants from the business and 
not-for-profit worlds, who have been offering a wealth of advice for free to the general 
public, as well as conducting studies that can provide some illuminating data. The 
second constructive source to look to is the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks in New York City. The aftermath of the events of September 11th is 
perhaps the closest analogue to the crisis we can expect to see unfold when theaters do 
 
4 Sarah Bahr, “Dinner Is No Longer Served: Theater That Built Careers Is Gone,” New York Times, 
November 23, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/23/theater/westchester-broadway-theatre-
closed.html. 
 4 
reopen. Though theaters were shut down for days and not months, there was a significant 
slowdown of business in the wake of those few days. There were infrastructural problems 
that kept people from getting to theaters – closed streets, delayed subways, blocked 
tunnels and bridges. There were economic difficulties due to business closures and stock 
market fluctuations that made consumers conservative with their finances. There was the 
grief that made audiences question whether it was appropriate to have a good time, and 
above all, there was the fear. Many people questioned whether it was safe to travel to New 
York City by plane or to gather in a public place. Though Broadway theaters reopened on 
September 13th, houses were far from full.5 The not-for-profit theaters below 14th Street 
were closed for weeks and then struggled to sell tickets for months due to their proximity 
to Ground Zero, and many were forced to cut the size of their staff.6 By analyzing the 
aftermath and theaters’ responses to the challenges of this period, we can draw some 
useful conclusions for 2020 and 2021. 
The final source I will look to is theater leaders themselves. I conducted 
interviews with seven executive or managing directors and one artistic director of not-
for-profit theaters across the country and at various budget levels, as well as consulting 
numerous publicly available interviews with others. I will reference many of these 
interviews anonymously, as a few of the leaders I spoke to asked not to be quoted 
directly because they were speaking critically of either the industry or their peers. 
This paper is the result of a careful review of all of these sources. From the 
mountains of information available, a handful of key takeaways stand out. In Chapters 1, 
 
5 Chris Jones, Rise Up! Broadway and American Society from “Angels in America” to “Hamilton,” 
(Methuen Drama: 2018), 84. 
6 Report by New York Foundation for the Arts, “New York Arts Recovery Fund: Experiences and Lessons 
Learned in a Time of Crisis” (2002), 8-10, https://www.giarts.org/sitesdefault/files/new-york-arts-
recovery-fund.pdf. 
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3, and 5, I will discuss the three main lessons theater leaders can learn from the 2001 
slowdown, from management experts, and from their peers. These chapters will focus 
on methods these leaders can employ right now to stay afloat for the duration of the 
shutdown and gradual return. Following each of these chapters – in Chapters 2, 4, and 6 
- I will present some potential pitfalls of following the advice in the previous chapter and 
will lay out some ways to avoid falling into those traps. These chapters will highlight 
some things theater leaders can do (and avoid doing) when their institutions return to 
offering in-person performances. 2020 has no precedent in theater history, but I believe 
that institutions can emerge intact and even stronger than ever if their leaders pay 
attention to the things the industry is learning about itself and adapt accordingly. 
Theater leaders can do this by not losing sight of what a not-for-profit theater is 
supposed to be - a mission-driven organization dedicated to serving its community – 
and what it should not be – an emblem of entrenched attitudes and power structures 













Cultivate Audience Loyalty... 
Theater leaders are worried about their ability to persist through the remainder 
of the shutdown, and with good reason. Every traditional source of revenue has dropped 
dramatically for most theaters. Not-for-profit theaters traditionally rely on a 
combination of earned revenue (sales of tickets, merchandise, and services such as 
venue rental) and contributed revenue (donations from individuals, foundations, and 
government entities). As we assess how theaters can move forward, it is important to 
identify their most reliable source of income in difficult times, and research does show a 
pattern here. In this chapter, I will make clear that the most stable source of income is 
not earned income, foundation support, or government support. It is loyal individual 
donors. 
For years, theaters have striven to be more reliant on earned income and less so 
on contributed income, and it is not hard to understand why. It is easier to predict how 
much money will come in through ticket sales, with a fixed number of seats available at 
fixed prices, whereas human (donor) behavior cannot be predicted as reliably. Not-for-
profit boards are frequently made up of people from the business world, who define the 
strength of an organization in terms of its ability to support itself without becoming 
overly dependent on donations,7 and theater leaders strive to run financially stable 
organizations. This line of thinking leads organizations to take action to increase the 
percentage of their earned income, thereby decreasing the percentage that is 
contributed. An example of this is the Kimmel Center in Philadelphia. Beginning in 
 
7 William Foster and Jeffrey L. Bradach, “Should Nonprofits Seek Profits?,” Harvard Business Review, 
February 2005, https://hbr.org/2005/02/should-nonprofits-seek-profits. 
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2008, the board of the $275 million arts center made the decision to restructure the 
Center’s business model so that only 10% of its income would come through 
philanthropy, and many applauded them for it. That structure is still in place – in March 
2020, the Kimmel Center was on track for 93% of its projected revenue that year to 
come from earned income – and now they are suffering because of it. Without the ability 
to earn ticket or rental income, theaters must make up the difference through 
fundraising, and as Kimmel Center president and CEO Anne Ewers admits, they lack the 
relationships with funders that would enable them to do so. As a result, the Kimmel 
Center is backtracking on its 2008 revamp and is restructuring its business plan once 
again to focus more on fundraising and reduce the percentage of revenue that is 
earned.8 
The Kimmel Center is just one example of a theater whose leaders are rethinking 
what they thought constitutes a stable balance of income. The managing director of a 
theater that receives 65% of its revenue from earned income tells me their revenue 
model has completely fallen apart, while Woolly Mammoth Theatre Company Artistic 
Director Emika Abe and Ars Nova Managing Director Renee Blinkwolt, among others, 
point to the relative lack of earned income in their revenue models as a reason they are 
struggling less than some of their peers.9 10 Experts like Adrian Ellis of AEA Consulting 
agree that an overreliance on earned income in the past is presenting problems for 
 
8 Peter Dobrin, “Kimmel Center scrambling for a new financial model after ‘dire’ economic hit from COVID-
19,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, October 17, 2020, https://www.inquirer.com/news/kimmel-center-COVID-
19-financial-hit-broadway-philadelphia-20201017.html. 
9 Emika Abe, “How Did You Pivot and What Did You Learn?” Boot Camp 2020: Envisioning a New Future 
for the Arts, Virtual Conference, October 22, 2020. 
10 Renee Blinkwolt, Managing Director, Ars Nova. Personal Interview, August 4, 2020. 
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theaters now,11 and consultant Michael Kaiser identifies the need for better balance 
between earned and contributed income as a key lesson from this shutdown.12 This is 
not to say that theaters should strive not to rely on earned income at all in normal times, 
but rather to caution theater leaders that bringing in a high percentage of earned income 
is not the guarantee of a stable business it once appeared to be. Though it may be 
tempting to dismiss this bind in which theaters find themselves as temporary and 
specific to this peculiar situation, it is worthwhile for leaders to think about how to 
weather future storms, either by working to shift their revenue balance going forward or 
by having a plan in place to shift that balance quickly should the need arise.  
Though contributed income remains steadier than earned income during the 
shutdown, we also need to look closely at different kinds of contributed income to see 
which ones are most vulnerable. Institutional giving makes up a significant portion of 
contributed income for many theaters, as foundations and corporations are typically 
able to make much larger gifts than individuals. But with so much need out there now, 
foundations are likely to be spread thinner than ever before. How much help can 
theaters expect? History indicates that this help may be surprisingly forthcoming. The 
Foundation Center’s study of post-9/11 corporate and foundation giving shows that 
contributions to the arts were substantial. The Mellon Foundation’s $50 million in giving – 
the largest of any foundation – went mostly to arts organizations.13 Arts and culture 
 
11 Adrian Ellis, Panelist, “Resilience & Adaptation: Culture and the Corona Crisis,” July 2020, 
https://vimeo.com/436160707. 
12 Robert Faires, “Michael Kaiser Has Ideas About What’s Next for the Arts,” The Austin Chronicle, June 
5, 2020, https://www.austinchronicle.com/arts/2020-06-05/michael-kaiser-has-ideas-about-whats-
next-for-the-arts/. 
13 Leslie Marino and Lauren Renz, “Giving in the Aftermath of 9/11: 2003 Update on the Corporate and 
Foundation Response” (December 2003), 6, 
http://foundationcenter.org/gainknowledge/research/pdf/9_11update03.pdf. 
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organizations ranked first overall by share of funding, receiving $52.9 million of the $188 
million given to direct-service organizations by the funders observed in the study. 
Though museums received the most money overall, performing arts organizations were 
a close second and comprised the plurality of gifts within that group.14  
This report shows that arts funding does not necessarily dry up during hard 
economic times, even where there is also substantial need in other areas. However, 
foundation funding following 9/11 had its limits. After a year or two, many funders had 
moved on to other priorities, even though many theaters had not returned to full 
strength. Theater leaders who thought they were in the clear found that things took a 
turn for the worse again after 9/11-related funding dried up.15 If funding patterns in 
2020-21 are similar to those in 2001-02, there’s reason for cautious optimism, with 
“cautious” being the operative word. There’s reason to expect that foundations and 
corporations will be more generous in the short term but less so after some time has 
passed. They also are almost certainly spread much thinner, as the pandemic has 
affected commerce and social services in all 50 states, not just New York. In short, 
institutional giving will help, but leaders should be cognizant of the fact that their 
theaters’ need may well outlast the capacity or willingness of institutions to give. 
In the absence of their usual sources of income, the theater community has 
turned to a source that has not traditionally been a large funder of the arts in the United 
States: the government. The CARES Act, passed in the early months of the pandemic, 
included Payroll Protection Program loans for small businesses and organizations, 
which many arts institutions were able to claim. Arts professionals, with the help of New 
 
14 Marino and Renz, 12-14 
15 NYFA, 11 
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York Senator Charles Schumer, successfully lobbied Congress to include the Save Our 
Stages Act, which allocates funds to producers and performance venues, in one of its 
economic rescue packages.16 Certain states have enacted similar grant programs 
already.17 Many industry leaders I spoke to believe that government funding will be 
essential for the survival of their organizations, and they may well get it, if the post-9/11 
example is anything to go by. 
Following the attacks on September 11th, Mayor Rudy Giuliani decided to use 
Broadway as a beacon to demonstrate that New York was thriving. He asked the Broadway 
League and the theater owners to reopen and encouraged the public to attend a Broadway 
show. As a result, several theaters announced that their attendance numbers were back to 
normal six months later. This push did not extend to Off-Broadway, which encompasses 
most of the not-for profit theaters in New York. This sector also did not benefit much from 
a parallel campaign to increase tourism to New York City, reliant as those smaller theatres 
have historically been on local audiences. According to then-Executive Director of Alliance 
of Resident Theatres/New York Virginia Louloudes, Mayor Giuliani was not convinced of 
the value of not-for-profit theaters to the New York economy, but when a new mayor, 
Michael Bloomberg, was sworn in in 2002, the government’s values shifted. Mayor 
Bloomberg was passionate about the arts and understood the importance of small 
 
16 Brent Lang, “Senator Chuck Schumer Pushes for Federal Aid for Struggling Broadway,” Variety, 
September 18, 2020, https://variety.com/2020/legit/news/chuck-schumer-save-our-stages-federal-aid-
broadway-1234774970/. 
17 Office of Governor Ned Lamont, “Governor Lamont Announces Grant Program To Support 




organizations as well as large ones, and he directed substantially more money and 
attention to not-for-profit theaters than his predecessor.18  
The way the funding and publicity conversation played out in 2001-02 shows that it 
is vital for theater leaders to make sure politicians and public figures understand the value 
of not-for-profit theater to the community and the economy. Government funding and 
support can make a powerful difference in helping theaters get back on their feet, and it is 
incumbent on the leaders of this industry to make it clear to their representatives why that 
matters. However, this history also demonstrates how volatile this funding is. Though New 
York’s new mayoral administration shifted funding priorities toward the arts – as this 
country’s incoming presidential administration now seems likely to do – it could just as 
easily have gone the other way. Politicians come and go, and funding priorities can change 
dramatically with these transitions. Though it is unlikely that the arts in this country will 
ever become too reliant on government funding, we can look to the example of the United 
Kingdom to see the kind of existential anxiety that can result from being heavily dependent 
on government funding in a crisis. 
The British government provides a great deal of support to subsidized theaters 
there, creating a funding situation that’s enviable to Americans under most circumstances. 
In 2018-19, the Arts Council England budget was five times greater than the most recently 
approved National Endowment for the Arts budget, for a country with one-fifth as many 
people.19 As a result, UK theaters require less fundraising muscle during ordinary times, 
 
18 Virginia Louloudes, “September 11 and the Impact on the Arts,” interview by Kevin Kinsella, 
Philanthropy News Digest, April 1, 2002, https://philanthropynewsdigest.org/newsmakers/virginia-
louloudes-executive-director-alliance-of-resident-theatres-new-york-september-11-and-the-impact-on-
the-arts. 
19 Jesse Green, “Hoping for a Theater Bailout? Better Head to London,” The New York Times, July 7, 
2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/07/theater/theater-bailout-britain.html. 
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since a significant percentage of their funding is understood to be forthcoming from the 
Arts Council. When the shutdown hit and these theaters were deprived of their earned 
income, they lacked the relationships with donors that would have been necessary to make 
up this shortfall on their own. They were entirely dependent on Boris Johnson’s 
government to save them. Luckily, it did. The UK government announced a £1.57 billion 
($2 billion) rescue package for arts venues on July 5, 2020, nearly four months after the 
shutdown began.20 The mood during those four months, if the press coverage is 
anything to go by, can best be described as panicked.21 Theater leaders made it very 
clear that if they did not get the government help they needed, their institutions were in 
serious danger of going under. This mood persists to some extent even today, as UK 
Culture Secretary Oliver Dowden announced that the support package would not be 
large enough to prevent all jobs from being lost.22 Though robust government arts 
funding is enviable and still something for which American arts leaders should advocate, 
UK theaters would be in a stronger position now if they had cultivated more 
relationships with individual funders. 
American theaters do receive a large portion of their funding from individual 
donors, and those theaters with the most loyal donors are in the best position to emerge 
from the shutdown relatively unscathed. This reality is challenging the long-held notion 
that the subscription model is “dead.” A theater’s most loyal donors are its subscribers, 
those who can be counted on to give at a certain level year after year. Conventional 
 
20 Jake Kanter, “UK Government Unveils $2BN Rescue Package For Theatres, Independent Cinemas & 
Arts Venues,” Deadline, July 5, 2020, https://deadline.com/2020/07/uk-government-arts-rescue-
package-1202977809/. 
21 Sonia Friedman, “Theatre stands on the brink of ruin,” The Telegraph, May 21, 2020, 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/theatre/what-to-see/theatre-stands-brink-ruin/. 
22 “Coronavirus: Emergency money for culture ‘won’t save every job,’” BBC News, July 7, 2020, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-53302415. 
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wisdom has it that people don’t subscribe anymore, that we’ve grown used to a digital 
world of infinite choice and thus prefer to pick and choose from a larger menu of 
options. However, the most recent data belies this perception. Though the average 
number of subscribers to not-for-profit theaters has fallen since 2015, subscription 
income reached a five-year high in 2019.23 Though consumer behavior has undoubtedly 
changed over the last few decades, theaters would do well not to abandon their 
subscription programs yet, but rather to make strategic changes to them. The shutdown 
has made it clearer than ever that having a loyalty program of some kind is a great asset 
to theaters.  
Outside the theater world, subscription and membership programs are 
unquestionably booming. Sports teams and corporations like Nike have recognized the 
value of customer loyalty and have been successful in cultivating it.24 After all, though it 
is true that digital audiences like to choose their own content, they do so within the 
context of a subscription – for example, to Netflix, to Spotify, or to Amazon Prime. 
Offering choice within the framework of a subscription is akin to the membership model 
that theaters are increasingly offering, allowing members flexible ways to use their ticket 
packages, along with more flexibility for last-minute booking. Theaters that have 
adopted a membership model, or what Theatre Communications Group refers to in its 
annual fiscal survey as “flexible subscriptions,” showed growth during the survey period 
 
23 Daniel F. Fonner et. al., “Theatre Facts 2019,” Report from SMU DataArts and Theatre 
Communications Group (December 2020), 6, https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CMouWIAmmY-
XspEJRXKUOoDcCiRxcCLr/view. 
24 Robbie Kellman Baxter, “The Case for Subscription,” TRG Arts Virtual Roundtable Series, October 15, 
2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pkd-5y399bA&ab_channel=TRGArts. 
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at a higher rate than theaters with more traditional subscriptions.25 The 2020 shutdown 
has prompted a temporary shift from subscription to membership at many theaters, as 
leaders recognize that they need to continue to reward loyalty among donors, even with 
no live theater to offer them, and existing subscribers seem to be understanding and 
welcoming that shift.26 27 28 Given the preference of increasingly digital audiences to be 
flexible about how they use their tickets and when they commit to using them, leaders 
would be wise to make this shift permanent. 
Theater leaders who have focused on cultivating loyalty among donors by offering 
subscriptions or memberships are smart to have done so. The data shows that these 
donors are the most reliable sources of income. The most recent study of philanthropy 
during the shutdown released by consulting groups TRG Arts and Purple Seven indicates 
that the most loyal customers have been the most significant source of funds for most 
theaters. Though giving is down across every segment, within the group of those who 
attended a given theater ten or more times in the past 18 months (those they label Super 
Active), the number of gifts is up significantly, something that can’t be said for any other 
segment of the donor base.29 Furthermore, the value of the subscription or membership 
can be seen in the rates at which subscribers donated the cost of their tickets to canceled 
shows instead of requesting a refund. At Center Theatre Group in Los Angeles, 50% of 
 
25 Zannie Giraud Voss et. al., “Theatre Facts 2018,” Report from SMU DataArts and Theatre 
Communications Group, (November 2019), 12, 
http://www.tcg.org/pdfs/tools/TCG_TheatreFacts_2018.pdf. 
26 Andrew Hamingson, Former Interim Executive Director, Second Stage. Personal Interview, September 
13, 2020.  
27 Julie Saltzman Kellner, Managing Director, Aurora Theatre Company. Personal Interview, July 29, 
2020. 
28 Christopher Arnott, “More Connecticut theaters move to membership models,” The Hartford Courant, 
September 28, 2020, https://www.courant.com/ctnow/arts-theater/hc-ctnow-connecticut-theaters-
adopt-membership-models-20200928-c6x4usd6u5gp3chga36rcm5kui-story.html. 
29 Brownlee and Nelson, 9. 
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single-ticket buyers requested a refund for these tickets, 35% requested a credit and 15% 
donated the cost of the tickets to the theater. Among subscribers, however, 30% donated 
the cost of their ticket and 42% requested a credit, with only 28% asking for a refund.30 At 
Aurora Theatre Company in Berkeley, subscribers donated their tickets back at the rate of 
75%.31 These statistics show that subscribers and members aren’t only donating because of 
their interest in seeing the shows at a theater. They’re interested in helping to ensure the 
continued economic health of that theater too. 
Loyal members aren’t only important for the gifts they make themselves. Data 
shows they’re also a theater’s best hope of getting back on track once it is able to reopen. 
Subscribers are dramatically more likely than non-subscribers to say they’ll visit within the 
next year if they are able to do so.32 These subscribers are also a theater’s best marketing 
tool, as they were more likely than non-subscribers to recommend the organization to 
others and are more likely to make such a recommendation this year than last year.33 What 
this information shows us is that subscribers are passionate about the theaters to which 
they subscribe and are active in helping those theaters find new audience members. This 
word of mouth is critical for not-for-profit theaters, which typically don’t have extensive 
marketing budgets, but even the corporate world recognizes the importance of cultivating 
this word of mouth. The Bass Model of Diffusion, widely used in sales and technology 
forecasting, posits that what people say about a company carries 12.85 times more weight 
 
30 Makeda Easter, “Refund or donation: Which do most ticket holders to COVID-canceled shows 
choose?,” Los Angeles Times, June 15, 2020, https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2020-
06-15/coronavirus-cancellations-theater-concert-ticket-refunds. 
31 Julie Saltzman Kellner, Personal Interview, July 29, 2020. 
32 Colleen Dilenschneider, “From Motivating Attendance to Securing Support During COVID-19 – 
Everything is (Digitally) Connected,” Boot Camp 2020, October 22, 2020. 
33 Ibid. 
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with other people than what a company says about itself.34 If the Bass Model is to be 
believed, then it is far more efficient and cost-effective to invest in a loyal customer base 
than in traditional advertising. The arts sector has historically been overly focused on 
acquisition of new donors and as a result has failed to deepen existing relationships.35 This 
strategy is short-sighted, as we can see from the above data that deep relationships in fact 
lead to new donors. Theaters have the opportunity to overcome the shortcomings of a 
limited marketing budget by establishing and investing in a loyal subscriber or member 
base. Currently, theater leaders are investing nearly 20% of single-ticket income back into 
single-ticket marketing but less than 10% of subscription income back into subscription 
marketing.36 A shift in marketing priorities, coupled with the tendency of loyal customers 
to beget more customers, could make a big difference.  
All this information about funding sources makes it clear that theater leaders with 
limited fundraising resources should focus on deepening the loyalty within their audiences.  
Unlike single ticket buyers, foundations, or governments, subscribers and members can be 
counted on to continue and even increase their giving in bad times as well as good. This 
reliability is almost certainly has something to do with the fact that the average subscriber 
is likely to have a white-collar job that could be easily transitioned to at-home work, a 
demographic that was less likely to become unemployed during the shutdown. Though it 
may be naïve to expect this giving to continue at its current level as even the wealthy start 
to face financial difficulties due to the economic downturn, we can see that this 
commitment will continue in the form of recommendations and good word of mouth to 
 
34 Dilenschneider 
35 Aubrey Bergauer, “Don’t Waste a Crisis: Good Things to Come Out of the Pandemic,” Boot Camp 2020: 
Envisioning a New Future for the Arts, Virtual Conference, October 22, 2020. 
36 Voss et. al., “Theatre Facts 2018” (November 2019), 17. 
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friends who can become customers in the future. This peer-to-peer marketing will be 
essential when work returns to stages and theaters can begin to reestablish a healthy 
balance between earned and contributed income. Theater leaders that had been 
contemplating jettisoning their underperforming subscription programs should reconsider 
after seeing how helpful those subscribers have been to them during this period. Hopefully 
the post-shutdown months and years will see a retooling of subscription programs into 
membership programs and a shift of some marketing dollars away from traditional 



















...But Not at the Expense of Diversity 
The recommendation of the previous chapter – that theaters must cultivate their 
most loyal donors – comes with a caveat, as all the recommendations in this paper do. 
2020 will be remembered not just as the year of the COVID-19 pandemic, but also as the 
year of a long-overdue racial-justice awakening in the United States. In the theater world, 
as in the country at large, conversations about racial inequity that had been bubbling 
beneath the surface began to boil over, and those who had previously claimed ignorance 
could no longer ignore what was happening on their watch. This is a pivotal moment for 
change in the racial makeup of theater workers and audiences, and theaters that don’t 
reflect that change will fall behind. Therefore, while theaters must cultivate deep 
relationships with their most loyal current subscribers and donors, leaders must not allow 
themselves to neglect their imperative to serve a more diverse community. 
On May 25, 2020, Minneapolis police officers arrested George Floyd, a Black man, 
for allegedly attempting to buy cigarettes with a counterfeit $20 bill. During this arrest, 
Officer Derek Chauvin kneeled on Floyd’s neck for 17 minutes, killing him. Bystanders 
recorded the incident, and a nation was appalled at what it saw. Protests were widespread, 
with crowds marching in the streets in cities across the country. With America’s attention 
focused on issues of racial injustice, a growing cohort of theater-makers began to speak out 
about inequities in their industry. On June 8, a movement calling itself We See You, White 
American Theater released a letter delineating the ways in which White privilege is 
pervasive in the American theater, both onstage and off.37 The letter, which was signed by 
 
37 “We See You, White American Theater,” July 8, 2020, https://www.weseeyouwat.com/statement. 
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300 theater artists of color, calls out the overwhelming Whiteness of the leadership of 
theater institutions, of the playwrights whose work is developed and performed, and of the 
bodies onstage in those works. The letter also focuses on the tokenism employed with 
regards to people of color, accusing theaters of being more committed to seeming inclusive 
than to actually being so. On July 10th, this group released a 29-page list of demands for 
comprehensive changes to the American theater ecosystem. The document calls for many 
changes at the not-for-profit level, among them an overhaul of hiring practices that would 
result in Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) making up the majority of the 
leadership at not-for-profit theaters; mandatory anti-racism training for staff and boards 
of directors; and a narrowing of the gap between the highest-paid and lowest-paid 
members of a theater’s staff.  
The demands of We See You, White American Theater highlight the shortcomings 
of most not-for-profit theaters, both as institutions that serve the public and as employers. 
White actors occupy the majority of roles on New York City stages, despite being in the 
minority of the New York City population. White writers are produced more than four 
times as often as BIPOC writers on New York stages,38 and 84.6% of directors at New York 
City not-for-profits are White.39 Because BIPOC stories are often presented on institutions’ 
smallest stages, there is often a significant pay gap between White and BIPOC artists at 
these institutions. The lack of representation onstage is reflected in the staff at these 
theaters. The artistic directors are White at all of the 18 largest not-for-profit theaters in 
New York City,40 and at only four of these theaters do BIPOC make up more than 50% of 
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the staff.41 It is hardly surprising, then, that theater audiences remain overwhelmingly 
White, even as the population of the United States is projected to become majority non-
White within the next five years.42 White survey respondents were more likely than any 
other demographic to report that they had attended a live play or musical in the past year – 
more than 25% more likely than Asian-American respondents, for example, and nearly 
twice as likely as Black respondents.43 One study posits that audience members at regional 
theaters are 85% White despite comprising only 63% of the national population.44 
In addition to being majority White, theater audiences are also on the older side. 
40% of audience members at regional theaters are above the age of 55.45 Though theater 
professionals have been fretting about aging audiences for decades now, age becomes 
particularly relevant when we consider what returning to the theater will look like 
following this shutdown. Older people are at greater risk of suffering serious consequences 
if they contract COVID-19 and are thus warier about congregating in public, so the theaters 
that are returning to operation before the majority of the population is vaccinated should 
expect older audiences to be the last to return. (Though surveys from January 2021 and 
earlier show that audience members are excited to return once they are vaccinated 
themselves,46 February and March 2021 have seen persistent warnings from public health 
professionals and President Biden that vaccinated people should still exercise caution until 
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herd immunity is achieved. It is unclear whether audiences who take these experts’ advice 
to heart will retain their enthusiasm for returning immediately or decide it may be prudent 
to wait.) The Donmar Warehouse in London, which resumed live performances in August 
with the socially-distanced play Blindness, found that the audience for those shows was 
noticeably younger than its usual crowd. Blindness sold out,47 demonstrating that it is 
possible to fill an audience with the young people that theaters often write off as non-
theatergoers. It follows from the demographic census data that this potential young 
audience is likely to be more diverse than the existing, older audience. Therefore, theaters 
that make the changes necessary to take their commitment to audiences of color seriously 
will have the additional effect of drawing a younger audience into the theater at a time 
when older audiences are less reliable than usual. However, it will be critical for theaters to 
recognize that younger and more diverse audiences who are new to the theater may not be 
able or willing to pay what lifelong theatergoers have traditionally paid, especially in light 
of the pandemic-imposed jobless rate across the country. Those theaters that have been 
producing digital work have an opportunity to take advantage of young audiences that may 
have discovered them during the shutdown - a study shows that 15-to-24-year-olds are the 
cohort most willing to pay for online theater content48 - but these theaters must be careful 
not to shut this demographic out with prices that are too high. It is encouraging to see 
theater leaders articulate that reopening at reduced capacity is not feasible in part because 
the ticket prices would need to be prohibitively high, and pricing tickets this way, even 
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temporarily, would contribute to theater’s elitist reputation.49 Donmar Warehouse, like 
many theaters in the UK, offers affordable tickets to every performance, along with a free-
ticket lottery for patrons aged 16 to 25. American theaters would be wise to implement 
initiatives like this as part of their plans to be more inclusive. 
Committing to anti-racism and serving a more diverse community is relevant not 
just to theaters’ moral imperative to serve more of their communities but to their very 
survival, and not just because of the changing demographics of the United States. Research 
from the business world shows that companies with the most ethnically and culturally 
diverse executive staff and boards were the most profitable and that those in the bottom 
quartile for diversity were significantly less profitable on average.50 Funders are also 
placing greater emphasis on Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) initiatives than ever 
before, with applications for funders such as the Shubert Foundation featuring new 
questions about organizations’ EDI work that had not appeared on the application in past 
years.51 Furthermore, this change is what audiences say they want from theaters. Of the 
changes that survey respondents said they would like arts and culture organizations to 
make in order to be better in the future, 24% said they want these organizations to be 
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“friendlier to all kinds of people,” 19% said they want the theaters to “engage more young 
people,” and 18% would like to see “more diverse voices and faces.”52 
To highlight the economic advantages of committing to racial justice is not to be 
crass or to dismiss the moral importance of this commitment, but rather to show theater 
leaders that there is nothing but upside, from every angle, to taking this endeavor 
seriously. The theater leaders I interviewed do indeed seem to recognize the importance of 
taking this kind of action. I asked each interviewee what they thought the COVID-imposed 
shutdown would change about the theater ecosystem, and nearly every one of them 
responded as if I had asked them about the racial-justice movement specifically. It took the 
murder of George Floyd, captured on video and shown on the news to a nation with few 
distractions, and massive protests in the street to bring a longstanding problem of police 
brutality to the White population’s attention and with it, the many issues of racial inequity 
that permeate the places we congregate. That the leaders I interviewed all raised these 
issues without being asked is a good sign that they see the value in doing more than just 
pay lip service to BIPOC concerns. Although cultivating loyalty among current members is 
important, theaters cannot continue to survive with an overwhelmingly White and elderly 
audience, and that in spite of all the other challenges that theaters face during this 
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Chapter 3 
Give Audiences What They Want... 
 In the previous two chapters, I highlighted the importance of cultivating loyal 
audiences one the one hand and of expanding that audience by ensuring that organizations 
reflect the diversity of the population at large. The best way to serve both those goals, 
crisis-management experts agree, is to create a sense of community, by communicating 
and by listening.  
In a 2002 article, corporate communications researcher Paul Argenti interviewed 
business leaders about their 9/11 responses. A key tenet he identifies is the importance 
of allowing the company’s values to guide the leadership’s response to a crisis, which 
requires having a strong sense of what those values are. One example he cites is Starbucks, 
which turned to the eight precepts listed in its mission statement: “Contribute positively to 
our communities and our environment.” Starbucks locations across the city took this 
directive to heart, with some staying open all night to deliver coffee to first responders, 
while others converted into triage centers.53 Starbucks, as a for-profit company, didn’t 
need to have a clearly articulated mission statement, but the fact that it did allowed it to 
figure out quickly in a time of crisis how best to be of service to its communities. Not-
for-profit theaters are required to have mission statements as tax-exempt entities. In 
theory, theater leaders should be able to identify their values easily from those mission 
statements and make a plan that adheres to them, even if that means offering something 
that may not traditionally be considered within the purview of a theater company. 
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Without the ability to produce live theater, many institutions have had to rethink 
their purpose. Some have turned to digital theater. Some have decided that it is better to 
do nothing than to run out of money before performances can resume. Still others are 
thinking more creatively, looking at their missions with fresh eyes and asking themselves 
whether theater necessarily has to be at the core of executing that mission. Many have 
come to the realization that their true mission is not to produce theater specifically but 
rather to serve their communities, with theater under normal circumstances functioning 
merely as their best conduit for that service mission. In the absence of theater, these 
organizations’ leaders have concluded that it is still within their power to offer something 
meaningful to that community, and a number of the managers I interviewed told me it was 
important to them to continue doing work that reflects their institution’s values.54 55 56 
The service work being done by theaters encompasses a variety of different 
activities, but each one demonstrates a clear understanding of that theater’s mission and 
values. Cleveland Play House lists both a mission and a vision statement on its website, 
along with a set of core values and a strategic plan. The theater’s vision is “to be a premier 
American theatre that is welcoming... and essential to our [its] community,” and its 
strategic plan states that its programming is inspired by the desire to provide people with 
“the emotional capacity and communication skills necessary to prosper in a modern world 
that often defies comprehension.”57 This detailed description of what the institution values, 
not just in a piece of theater but in a larger sense, allows for Cleveland Play House to 
identify non-theatrical activities that reflect these values. The theater is currently offering 
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“self-care” to its community in the form of meditation and stress-management classes, a 
choice consistent with its stated interest in promoting “emotional capacity” and coping 
skills.58 Theater Mu in St. Paul defines itself in a similarly detailed way, with a mission, 
vision, and list of primary artistic values, among them “to offer opportunities for 
mainstream audiences to gain insight into and empathy for Asian American culture and 
heritage.”59 In explaining why it is now offering cooking lessons to subscribers, the theater 
states that it sees food as an essential connection to this heritage and a form of storytelling 
in itself.60 The staff of Berkeley Repertory Theatre has planted a vegetable garden on the 
property,61 in keeping with the theater’s stated values of “providing... enrichment 
opportunities to [its] community” and acting as “stewards of the resources entrusted to 
[it].”62  
All not-for-profit theaters list their mission statement on their website, and some 
include a vision statement too, but few have an additional list of core values, so it is notable 
that these three theaters all do. It may be that those leaders who have taken the time to 
clarify their institution’s values in the first place are also those that are most likely to think 
about what their communities need, or it may be that employees with a clear 
understanding of their organization’s values are better able to come up with the best ways 
to help, or perhaps the mere knowledge that there is a statement of values creates a culture 
in which being of service is viewed as important. I suspect it is a combination of the three. 
Theater leaders are turning to their organization’s values for guidance, and the more 
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clearly articulated those values are, the more comfortable they broadening the traditional 
role of their theater to include serving its community. Arts-management consultant Adrian 
Ellis believes that those theaters that expand their missions to include broader civic service 
during the shutdown will have better community relationships in the long run.63 It would 
behoove more theater leaders to create such statements of values and to think creatively 
about what those values will allow them to do, as well as how to maintain a relationship 
with the community that goes beyond what’s on the stage.  
Whether their theaters were thinking outside the box in this way or not, many of the 
leaders I interviewed felt that it was important to be offering something to the public 
during the shutdown, rather than be “on pause” or “in hibernation.” Crisis-management 
experts agree. One piece of advice that comes up repeatedly in the literature is the 
importance of communication with clients. In difficult times and especially in times of 
confusion, people are reassured by communication of any kind, and conversely, if 
audiences feel they’re not hearing from an institution enough, confusion and even mistrust 
can grow. Leaders have been learning that even when they think they’re communicating 
too much, audiences are appreciative,64 and that it is important to reach out and make 
themselves available even when there’s nothing new to say.65 In London, where the Society 
of London Theatres acts as a representative body for all theater institutions, theater 
professionals and patrons can expect clear, consistent, and regular messaging from one 
reliable source.66 This kind of representation is more disparate in the United States, with 
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different trade organizations for different types of theaters, so it is even more important 
that there is clear communication at the institutional level. A theater cannot maintain a 
sense of community among its audience members unless it is consistently in touch with 
that audience in the moments when people are hungriest for information from trusted 
sources. 
 Communication is a two-way street, and theater staff must not only be putting 
out information for their audiences but also listening to them. Consultants and service 
organizations have been conducting surveys about what audiences want from theaters 
when they return, and certain theaters have been doing the same within their own 
communities, so there is uniquely plentiful data right now about what audiences want. 
Theater leaders would do well to reflect on the results of those surveys and work to 
implement the things audiences are requesting when they return to live performance, as 
it will be important for returning audiences to feel that they’re being heard and taken 
seriously, and those theaters that do the best job of showing that they’ve listened will be 
the most successful in returning strong. 
 Understandably, audiences’ primary concern upon returning to the theater is 
their safety. 55% say being personally vaccinated is the primary determinant of their 
decision to return,67 and most theaters have not announced specific reopening plans 
even though vaccines are now being administered, possibly because they realize that the 
availability of the vaccine is not a binary proposition in which a switch could be flipped 
from off to on the moment it was released. The rollout has been slow and is still 




population to be vaccinated in meaningful numbers. Therefore, theaters must still 
consider what a partial return might look like in a world that is somewhat safer due to 
the portion of the population that is vaccinated, but in which large numbers of people 
are still vulnerable to infection. In this case, safety measures must be considered, and 
audiences’ comfort level must play into that. 46% of those surveyed said reduced 
audience sizes would be a primary factor in their decision to return, and 43% indicated 
enforcement of mask-wearing was a factor.68 These numbers show that there is a sizable 
number of audience members that would be willing to return even before a vaccine is 
available to them, provided that the theater takes the necessary steps to keep them safe. 
Once safety measures are in place, theater leaders will need to think about the 
programming they’re offering. Though some theaters have announced that the shows 
they had programmed before the shutdown will simply be pushed forward to 2021, here 
too it is worth thinking about what audiences will want. Looking to the post-9/11 
example can be instructive here. As many not-for-profit and even Broadway theaters 
struggled in the wake of 9/11, Mary Zimmerman’s production of Metamorphoses opened 
at Second Stage to full houses and rapturous acclaim. Theater critic Chris Jones credits the 
production for helping to revitalize theater in October 2001, and he argues that it was the 
themes of the piece that spoke to the public and drew them in. In his view, audiences (and 
critics) were yearning for theater that reflected their feelings of grief and loss and 
provided some guidance for coping with it.69 It is of course simplistic to claim that this 
one play is responsible for saving New York theater as we know it, but it shows that 
content matters. Yes, theatergoers will be excited to see anything onstage again, but it 
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will be the shows that resonate emotionally that will be the most successful. Though it is 
undoubtedly easier to push forward a pre-shutdown slate of programming than to start 
from scratch, theaters that are able to program new work with the public mood in mind 
will likely benefit from it. A theater that can give audiences something that speaks to 
that moment or to the moment we will have just lived through might be better 
positioned for success than a theater that returns to business as usual without taking 
into account the kind of healing through the arts that people will be seeking. Though it 
may not be possible for theaters to come up with programming that, as Ben Brantley 
wrote in his review of Metamorphoses, “seems to have arrived at the exact moment 
when Manhattan can best appreciate it,”70 those that try might find themselves in a 
better position than those that move forward with the previous season’s slate. 
Thinking about programming and moving forward with the audience’s needs in 
mind is part of the larger project of creating community through communication. This 
moment is a test of whether not-for-profit theaters can follow through on their missions 
and be an asset to their audiences and their communities more broadly, through their 
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...And Also What They Need 
 In Chapter 3, I highlighted the importance of giving audiences what they want. 
However, it is important to recognize the consequences of being too focused on pleasing 
the crowd, especially at a mission-driven organization. As I laid out in Chapter 2, 
theaters that are overly committed to giving patrons what they want can lose 
momentum on the important work of inclusivity and ultimately weaken their 
organization’s ability to appeal to those same patrons in the long term. The potential 
pitfalls of following the advice in Chapter 3 are similar. In their efforts to commit to 
strong audience relationships, theaters must avoid falling into the trap of playing it too 
safe and losing out on opportunities for growth. 
 Metamorphoses, as discussed in the previous chapter, seemed to be the kind of 
show that audiences in the wake of 9/11 were seeking, but it wasn’t the only one. On 
Broadway, a very different sort of hit opened in October 2001: Mamma Mia! While 
Metamorphoses was beloved by critics, they were considerably less kind to the show 
that kick-started the now-flourishing trend of the jukebox musical. In his review, 
though, Ben Brantley recognized that it may have been just the joyous jolt that an 
America in mourning needed,71 and so it was. Mamma Mia! went on to become the 
eighth-longest-running musical in Broadway history at the time of its closing in 2015, 
and Brantley was not the only one to note that the timing of its opening may have played 
a role. Mamma Mia! producer Judy Craymer has said that the show served as an 
escapist balm when audiences needed it most, and director Phyllida Lloyd believes it 
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provided a necessary distraction to a New York in dire need of “lightness.”72 If we really 
look at what audiences say they want, this desire for “lightness” cannot be dismissed. 
When surveyed about what they want from arts and culture organizations during this 
crisis, most said they want to “laugh and relax,” and 46% said they want “distraction and 
escape.” When asked what qualities they’ll be looking for in a play when they return to 
the theater in person, 64% said they want it to be “fun and lighthearted.” The other top 
two qualities listed were “emotionally powerful” and “beautiful”; among those qualities 
that did not make the top three were “adventurous” and “challenging or thought-
provoking.”73 Leaders I interviewed confirmed that audiences are talking to them about 
wanting to have fun when they come back. (It should be noted that the data from 
WolfBrown tells a slightly different story – the theatergoers in that survey indicated a 
preference for seeing the same types of plays they had seen before the shutdown. This 
finding can be seen to contradict the preference indicated in other surveys for 
lighthearted entertainment but affirms the finding that audiences don’t seem to want 
anything too experimental compared to what they’re used to.)74 This is information that, 
for some theaters, will need to be grappled with and balanced against their missions. 
What is the place of a mission-driven theater in a world in which audiences are not 
interested in being adventurous or being challenged? What happens to the theater 
whose values include the imperative to “provoke, and challenge... audiences”75 or the 
theater whose mission states that it “creates ambitious theatre that entertains and 
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challenges its audiences”76 [emphasis mine], to return to two examples from the 
previous chapter? 
Mamma Mia! was not developed at a not-for-profit theater, but increasingly it 
has become the purview of regional institutions to receive commercial enhancement to 
present a show that is destined for Broadway. Critics of enhancement have bemoaned 
what they say is a corrupting influence of the profit motive on the mission-driven 
purpose of the institutional theater, accusing the leaders of these theaters of focusing on 
the boost in income and press coverage that these often-lavish productions engender at 
the expense of the more challenging work these theaters supposedly exist to champion. 
Defenders of the practice argue that the ticket revenue from buzzier or more 
recognizable titles is what affords them the opportunity to be more adventurous with the 
rest of their programming, which is often produced at a loss.  
Whether they participate in enhancements or not, most theaters rely on one or 
two “populist” offerings, like a musical revival or popular seasonal hit, each season to 
subsidize more modestly attended offerings, like new plays from up-and-coming 
playwrights. For example, many regional theaters count on their annual production of A 
Christmas Carol to bring in substantial funds, and the inability to produce it in 2020 
was a major setback for some.77 Though a few of these theaters have found creative ways 
to offer this holiday tradition to the audiences that look forward to it each year – 
through digital productions, audio-plays, or socially distanced parking-lot presentations 
– most of these productions are offered free or at a low cost to viewers. The artistic 
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directors of these theaters acknowledge that they will be producing the show at a loss; 78 
it is clearly being done as an offering to the community, as well as an exercise in long-
term audience retention, which is commendable. It does, however, also seem to indicate 
that the output of not-for-profit theaters when they return to in-person production will 
resemble that of commercial theaters more than ever before. If theaters are trying to 
serve their audiences, who say they want light entertainment, and if they don’t have the 
extra cash on hand that would allow them to produce less profitable work, then there is 
a danger that artistic directors will revert to programming the work they consider the 
safest. The ones who will suffer most from this retreat into security are the artists who 
were about to reach the point when their work was ready for a sizable audience, work 
that will not be seen if theaters only program revivals or new work from big-name 
playwrights. Audiences will be deprived too, whether they know it or not, of plays that 
could meet their needs for work that is “emotionally powerful” and “beautiful,” two of 
the three things they say they want when they return and which the post-9/11 audience’s 
embrace of Metamorphoses shows is every bit as important as the escapism of a show 
like Mamma Mia!. Theatergoers deserve the same array of choice they’ve always had in 
theater – a chance at catharsis, as well as opportunities for pure joy – and up-and-
coming artists making important new work deserve the chance to be seen. Though 
theater leaders have committed themselves to serving BIPOC artists and audiences, they 
are about to enter a period when risk-taking will seem tougher than ever before. There 
will be many theaters that have no choice but to put profit first when they return; those 
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that can afford not to do so should consider being the spaces for those artists and 
audiences to be seen and heard.  
These difficult choices will be made by the artistic directors and managing 
directors of these not-for-profit theaters. The crisis of this prolonged shutdown has put 
a spotlight on the importance of strong leadership. After all, it takes a good leader to put 
in practice those all-important open lines of communication, to think clearly and 
creatively about an organization’s values, and to put a plan of action in motion during a 
time when stress is high and money is tight. A trusted leader is a more effective leader, 
and several of the managing directors I interviewed told me that their boards and staff 
were grateful to have seasoned leadership at the helm right now. They also told me that 
they themselves were relieved that, if something like this had to happen, it was now and 
not in the beginning of their tenure in their positions, when they had less experience. 
One told me – and a few more implied – that their age was an asset as well, that when 
they were younger it would have been more difficult for them to handle the stress of this 
challenging moment at their organizations. This attitude makes a lot of sense. Of course 
we want experienced and confident leadership of our institutions. However, it places the 
industry at a somewhat awkward moment, as prior to the shutdown, a wave of change in 
institutional leadership across the country had only recently begun.  
 In the past several years, there’s been a gradual replacement of what might be 
called “the old guard” with new faces. More than one-third of the League of Resident 
Theaters membership has replaced their artistic directors in the last five years, with 41% 
of those jobs being filled by women and 26% by BIPOC leaders,79 perhaps as a result of a 
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2014 Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion initiative adopted by LORT.80 (It also shows that, 
although this summer’s Black Lives Matter protests drew much attention to the issue, 
for many activists and advocates this work is not new.) These numbers are notable, as 
86% of the outgoing artistic directors were men and 82% were White.81 This change 
accelerated in 2018 and 2019 with the appointment of several new artistic directors of 
color, many of them women, including Nataki Garrett at Oregon Shakespeare Festival, 
Maria Goyanes at Woolly Mammoth Theater Company, and Stephanie Ybarra at 
Baltimore Center Stage. Though it may be too soon to say, there is a widespread 
understanding that this more diverse leadership will result in more diverse staffing and 
in a broader array of faces and voices being represented onstage and off. If so, this 
representation at the management level is an important step toward the necessary 
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion work discussed in Chapter 2. However, if board 
members are relieved to have someone they know and trust at the helm during a crisis, 
and if longtime leaders see their own age and experience as an asset, then there is a 
danger that this progress toward fresh leadership in the industry as a whole will be 
stalled because of this shutdown. The issue could be compounded if board members at 
the theaters that installed new leadership shortly before the pandemic disagree with 
their new leaders’ actions during the shutdown and imagine that the previous leadership 
could have done better. 
It is difficult to choose sides in this debate because experience is indeed an 
important quality in a leader, and if ours is an industry – and a country – in which 
entrenched racism and sexism has ensured that only a narrow demographic has had the 
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opportunity to gain that experience, that isn’t the fault of any individual leader. The 
leadership of every institution has been working tirelessly to keep that institution afloat, 
losing night after night of sleep crunching numbers and brainstorming solutions to 
problems, working within parameters that can shift dramatically from one moment to 
the next. They all deserve praise, and working towards a more diverse leadership as an 
industry doesn’t have to mean pushing out all the beloved longtime leaders who still 
have much to contribute. Leaders I spoke to with many decades of experience made a 
point to tell me that their job is to challenge the status quo and push their audiences 
with daring work. That’s encouraging news. The more committed leaders are to their 
missions, their audiences, and the artists they work with, the more likely they are to 
push against the impulse to play it safe and think more deeply about what it means to 
give audiences what they want. It would be a shame if all the creativity that has gone 
into making theater remotely or rethinking theaters’ missions to look beyond theater 
were to fade into the background and be replaced with predictability once this 
unpredictable time is done. Audiences and leaders alike have learned how to grapple 


















Invest in Staff Satisfaction... 
 
According to experts from the business world, a company’s long-term strategy for 
success hinges on the alignment of three propositions: the value proposition (what the 
company is able to offer), the profit proposition (the source of income), and the people 
proposition (what motivates employees to work toward this strategy).82 The first four 
chapters of this paper have focused on the first two propositions. The purpose of this 
chapter is to highlight the importance of the people proposition, to show that it is 
necessary for theaters to create not only a community of customers but also a 
community of staff and artists. As I will demonstrate, a satisfied staff is just one 
important piece in a strategy of long-term institutional health, which cannot be 
neglected, especially in times of crisis. 
During difficult times, it may seem impossible to think about the future, as 
leaders scramble to solve one immediate problem after another. It may seem prudent to 
set any future planning aside until things return to normal. According to experts, 
however, thinking long-term is more important than ever during times of crisis. 
“Turnaround king” Michael Kaiser devotes a chapter of his book The Cycle to crisis 
management and includes several suggestions for ways to keep moving forward. 
Creative planning is important – theaters should come back with interesting seasons to 
entice audiences – and so is budgetary planning.83 Some theaters are heeding this 
advice in a big way, using the opportunity presented by this pause in regular operations 
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to work on construction projects. Steppenwolf Theatre is going forward with 
construction on a new theater in the round that was announced in March,84 and Maltz 
Jupiter Theatre in Florida has begun work early on a building project that had been 
planned for April 2021.85 While most organizations may not be planning this big, Kaiser 
writes that it is important to have something on the horizon. Defeatist thinking, he says, 
can be the death of an organization, and having something to announce, even if it is just 
a new marketing initiative, can excite the staff and boost morale.86 Here he hints at, but 
doesn’t quite get into, a crucial piece of long-term planning: investing in staff 
satisfaction. 
In Paul Argenti’s interviews with corporate leaders after 9/11, each one of those 
leaders emphasized the importance of internal communication with their own 
employees. Argenti concluded that communication with staff is paramount. Employee 
morale must be solid before leaders can serve their customers well. Managers should 
maintain a high level of visibility within their organization and make sure their employees 
can see them hard at work.87 21st-century technology makes it easier now than in 2001 for 
the logistics of this communication to go smoothly, and simple email communication 
between not-for-profit managers and their employees, as well as the general public, can go 
a long way. As with audiences, communicating with staff as much as possible builds trust 
and reassures the team that there is a plan in place. The quality of this communication is 
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just as important as the quantity. Dell COO Kevin Rollins recommends communicating 
with staff using a “more family-like tone” in recognition of the difficult feelings with which 
they may be grappling.88 A “family-like tone” may be a departure in the business world, 
but it is already commonplace in the theater sector. Theaters and their employees were 
already in the habit of using the word “family” in reference to their workplace and their 
industry as a whole. This might turn out to be a bit of good news for the theater world. 
When it comes to encouraging communication, acknowledging difficult emotions, and 
building compassionate communities, artists are among the best.  
When it comes to morale, though, actions speak louder than words, and in this 
respect, theater leaders are divided over the best approach. Faced with dwindling funds, 
managers also face the dilemma of how to cut costs without cutting staff. Some leaders 
have argued that furloughs do not necessarily reduce morale. With unemployment 
temporarily increased as a pandemic measure, many theater employees are able to earn 
more money by not working than they do from their salary. From one perspective, then, 
furloughing employees during this time can be seen as a kind of gift to them, an 
acknowledgment that their employers cares more about employees’ well-being than they 
do about the work they could be getting out of them, especially where there is simply less 
work to be done due to limited output from the theater. Furthermore, these managers 
reason, employees understand that the future of their jobs depends on the long-term 
health of the institution and, therefore, that freeing up money that would have been spent 
on salaries will ultimately lead to the preservation of those jobs.89 Other leaders, including 
some who had no choice but to implement furloughs themselves, disagree and argue that 
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furloughs and layoffs lead to anger and distrust, weakening staff relationships over the 
long run. Furloughed employees who had come to think of their organization as a family 
may now see that relationship as merely transactional, realizing that their employer 
considers them expendable, and feel betrayed.90 When these employees can return to 
work, they may look for another place to work because of that lost trust, or morale may be 
low if they do return. Experts recognize that not-for-profit managers in particular are in a 
tough situation. They need to cut expenses on the one hand, but on the other hand, their 
not-for-profit status imbues them with obligations to their communities, and their staff is 
part of that community. Consultant Adrian Ellis argues that organizations that can avoid 
laying people off will have stronger long-term community relationships.91 
 Furloughs and layoffs may seem unavoidable, and for some theaters they will be, 
but others have been thinking creatively in order to keep staff on board. Sarah Nichols 
was the house manager at Irish Repertory Theatre when it shut down in-person 
operations, along with most other New York theaters, on March 13, 2020. The 
leadership at Irish Rep made an early decision to produce ambitious, distanced digital 
productions using green-screen technology and clever editing, keeping most of its staff 
not just employed but busier than ever. With no need for a house manager, though, 
Sarah’s job could have been at risk. Instead, her employers came to her with a 
proposition: How would she like to be their new video editor?92 She acquired the 
necessary software, learned a new skill, and became part of the team in a whole new 
way, editing digital productions so expertly as to be praised by name in the shows’ 
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reviews.93 These were tough editing jobs, and no one would blame the management at 
Irish Rep if they had chosen to hire a professional for the task, but they took a chance on 
a current staff member, and it paid off for everyone. They demonstrated their 
commitment to Sarah as a member of their community by finding a way to keep her 
employed, and she repaid that trust by putting in the work to do the job not just 
competently but exceptionally. This is the sort of relationship that theater leaders 
should strive to have with their staff, the kind of relationship that results in long-term 
community bonds and, ultimately, better retention of top talent. 
 Staff retention is an issue in the not-for-profit theater sector even in the best of 
times. As many as three-quarters of talented young arts professionals leave the sector 
within two to three years, citing the long hours and low pay in theater.94 While the low 
pay perhaps can’t be helped, the work-life balance issue can, and in this respect, this 
shutdown may turn out to be something of a boon for arts workers in the long run by 
effecting a fundamental change in what’s expected from them. As most white-collar 
work shifted online, a massive shift in work conditions and habits has taken place across 
every sector. Many employees find themselves working in environments that are not 
conducive to what used to be considered basic professionalism. Cats jump on keyboards. 
Messy living rooms and weird art are visible in the background. The phenomenon of 
children running into the room during an important interview, once an adorable 
internet meme, is now commonplace. With these changes in environment has come, 
luckily, an equally seismic shift in expectations. An April 2020 Los Angeles Times 
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opinion piece arguing the importance of adhering to dress codes while working from 
home was met with widespread derision.95 Far from being irritated at the presence of 
children and pets, managers ask for them to be brought out to lift everyone’s spirits. 
These managers have found themselves needing to adjust their expectations in a 
number of ways. Employees without childcare options may need more flexible hours. 
Some staff members are overwhelmed emotionally for any number of reasons – a 
relative who is sick with COVID, the stress of being confined to a small space day after 
day, or simply the anxiety over when this all will end. With everyone in this situation 
together, managers are understanding and treating employees with more flexibility and 
lenience than in the past, and they are finding, for the most part, that the work has not 
suffered at all.96 Managers who were previously reluctant to allow work-from-home are 
finding that, once everyone has the necessary tools, they can be just as productive and 
motivated as they were in the office. 
 This forced experiment in flexibility could be an opportunity for this industry. 
When staffs begin to return to in-person work, their supervisors will be returning with a 
better understanding of what they might be going through at home, having seen into 
those home lives (literally) in a way they never would have had the chance to before. 
That understanding, coupled with the knowledge that flexibility doesn’t necessarily 
reduce productivity, could lead to a monumental shift in what work looks like. Not-for-
profit theaters will never be able to pay what a consulting firm or advertising agency can 
pay for talented employees, but if they can offer flexible hours, work-from-home 
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options, and the promise that employees will be treated like family, they may be able to 
stanch the attrition this sector has been seeing. Changes are already being implemented 
at theaters like Baltimore Center Stage and Steppenwolf Theatre Company, which have 
both eliminated “10 out of 12” technical rehearsals at the behest of the We See You, 
White American Theater movement, which has highlighted the relationship between 
punishing work hours and the exclusion of talented potential employees who may have 
long commutes, childcare obligations, or other personal situations that would make 
taking this kind of job impossible. Women are often the ones most constrained by these 
obligations,97 and they are also by far the most impacted by the job losses of this 
pandemic,98 so it is likely that they will make up the majority of those looking for work 
when it is safe to do so. Meanwhile, a shift in consciousness has occurred during the 
shutdown. Two events – the Black Lives Matter protests and the announcement that the 
Flea Theater would be eliminating its artist programs99 – led to two separate waves of 
social media postings in which artists and administrators shared stories of their 
experiences being disrespected and demoralized by colleagues and managers at not-for-
profit theaters.  
The situation at the Flea makes for a great case study in the importance of 
combining action with communication. The disappointment expressed by former Flea-
affiliated artists was not just over the elimination of their positions, but over what they 
see as poor communication from leadership over this decision. Many of these artists 
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found out from Twitter that their relationship with the Flea had been terminated. 
Instead of doing the things discussed earlier in this chapter – being highly visible to staff 
and communicating more, not less, in times of crisis – the Flea leadership deleted the 
theater’s social media and removed the webpage for the now-eliminated acting company 
the Bats prior to the announcement. As a result, confusion and bitterness took hold. 
Artists and members of the public alike wondered (aloud, on social media, in many 
instances) how dismissing unpaid staff could be an economic decision, as the leadership 
claimed. Speculation began immediately that these dismissals were carried out as 
retaliation against artists who publicly had expressed concerns about racial inequities at 
the Flea back in June. Meanwhile, the leadership was mostly silent.100 Had they been 
reachable and responsive in the immediate wake of the dismissal announcement, they 
may have been able to explain their motivations to the satisfaction of those who were 
curious and may even have been able to reach an understanding with those who were 
angry at them. Instead, their silence left a void that was filled with confusion and 
resentment. This example shows the importance of communicating with staff and 
artists, especially when leaders have to make unpopular decisions. Facing tough 
questions and explaining a difficult decision takes courage, but the alternative could be a 
backlash that puts further strain on the very relationships that will be most in need of 
repair. 
Arts workers are taking this time to reflect on their priorities and reevaluate what 
they want their careers to look like, what their preferred work-life balance is, and what 
they’re willing to put up with in exchange for a life in the arts. Many of them may decide 
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it is not worth it and never come back. By recognizing the prevalence of employee 
burnout in the arts and committing to compassionate leadership, managers can start to 
invest in their staff. That investment can mean higher salaries for those theaters that can 
offer them, but it does not have to be expensive to treat employees with kindness and 
commit to showing them that they matter. This commitment will attract the most 





















...And Don’t Succumb to Risk-Aversion 
 Investing in the future of an organization can be a tricky balancing act. On the 
one hand, not-for-profit theater leaders want to innovate and present challenging work 
in new forms. On the other hand, planning for the long term also means making sure the 
resources and infrastructure are still in place for years to come, so managers have an 
obligation to be prudent stewards of the organization’s finances. As with all the other 
leadership decisions discussed in the previous chapters, different leaders have made a 
variety of choices about the balance of these considerations. In Chapter 5, I discussed 
what investing in the long term means – not taking staff for granted. In this chapter, I’ll 
talk about what it should not mean: hoarding money and avoiding any risk. 
 It is easy to interpret the directive to plan for the future as a word of caution. In 
volatile situations, creating even more volatility is scary, and leaders can be forgiven for 
some timidity in the face of such uncertainty. However, just as he advises organizations 
to keep planning, Michael Kaiser also advises them to resist becoming risk-averse in the 
face of challenges. In fact, he argues that risk-taking is more important than ever during 
difficult times, particularly in programming. His co-author, Kaiser and DeVos Institute 
co-president Brett Egan, points out that most arts organizations are inherently risky 
ventures economically and that mission-driven organizations aren’t meant to “sock 
away capital.”101 Unfortunately, this seems to be exactly what some organizations are 
doing. While most theaters are too small even to have significant cash reserves, let alone 
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an endowment, consultants agree that those that do have those resources are better 
poised to survive the shutdown and return in a strong position.102 Presumably, a crisis 
like this one, when many of the usual sources of funding are temporarily unavailable, 
would be the very occasion for which reserves exist. However, only 39% of arts 
organizations had used any of their financial reserves as of November 2020 .103 Perhaps 
some made up the lost earned income through contributed income and didn’t need to 
dip into those reserves. Some, however, have prioritized maintaining cash reserves and 
endowments at their current levels over mission-related concerns like programming and 
staff retention. Several managers I interviewed told me they knew of theaters with large 
endowments that were laying off employees instead of spending those funds. None were 
willing to share with me which theaters those were, but common sense dictates that of 
the many theaters that have reported furloughs and layoffs, not all of them are down to 
their very last dollar. Though none of the leaders I interviewed were themselves in 
charge of such a theater, one speculated that it may be risk-averse boards that will not 
allow the theater leadership to draw from endowments or consider asking donors to 
allow their restricted gifts to be used for general operating support. Theater leaders may 
also be worried about not having the funds necessary to support their eventual 
reopening, when audiences will initially be smaller but still expect to see quality 
productions. 
Whatever the reasoning may be, the interviewees who discussed this risk-
aversion with me agree it is short-sighted. Responsible managers have internalized the 
 
102 Zannie Voss and Jill Robinson, “In It for the Long Haul: How Arts and Cultural Organizations Can 
Consider Adapting,” Report by SMU DataArts and TRG Arts, https://culturaldata.org/pages/long-
haul/#ftn1, Accessed December 7, 2020. 
103 Randy Cohen, “COVID-19’s Impact on the Arts: Research and Tracking Update,” Americans for the 
Arts, November 30, 2020, https://www.americansforthearts.org/node/103614. 
 49 
generally-responsible understanding that cash reserves or the corpus of an endowment 
is never to be touched. This reluctance is sensible; endowments take many years of 
fundraising to build up and, when invested conservatively, they provide a steady source 
of income for the institution. If the corpus is diminished, that annual income diminishes 
too for years to come, so it may seem like a sensible long-term strategy to refrain at all 
costs from taking more than the 5% that is the consensus maximum in a normal year. 
However, it goes without saying that this is not a normal year, and most leaders 
acknowledge that cash reserves exist in part in case of an emergency. As one of my 
interview subjects aptly put it, “People keep saying that’s for a rainy day, and I’m like, if 
this isn’t a typhoon, then what is?” In acknowledgment of the unusual nature of this 
year, the New York State Office of the Attorney General is said to be considering issuing 
new guidance – the current guidelines recommend against taking more than 7% from an 
endowment in a given year - that may allow organizations to feel more comfortable with 
larger endowment draws, and John MacIntosh, managing partner of SeaChange Capital 
Partners, is among those arguing that more active use of endowment funds should be 
widespread this year.104 
Some organizations have already taken the leap. The leadership at the Goodman 
Theatre received authorization from their board to draw up to $1.5 million from their 
$20 million reserve of working capital in order to maintain 100% employment, 
including part-time positions, and to pay the cast of their production of School Girls: 
Or, The African Mean Girls Play for the full run even though the production closed 
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during previews in March.105 106 Orchestras, dance companies, operas, and museums 
have historically been more reliant on endowments than theaters, and many of those 
institutions have also committed to drawing significant amounts from their 
endowments, including Los Angeles Philharmonic, New York City Ballet, and the Lyric 
Opera of Chicago.107  
Those organizations whose leaders have elected not to spend endowment or 
reserve funds cite the organization’s long-term survival as the reason, and discussions of 
these funds tend to take place on these terms. The idea that this is a choice between 
short-term and long-term needs is present in headlines like this one from the Chicago 
Tribune: “‘Right now’ solutions for a ‘forever’ business: Can endowment funds make up 
for pandemic losses? At Chicago’s big institutions, leaders balance tomorrow’s stability 
against today’s needs.” This is a false dichotomy. In this case, the best short-term choice 
is also the best long-term choice. Nothing that the experts have said needs to be done for 
the long-term health of organizations – staff retention, community building, consistent 
messaging, continued innovation – can be done for free. Many arts organizations don’t 
have the money to invest in their own long-term health in this way, but for those that do, 
now is the most important time to do so. The alternative is a return to normal 
operations with full coffers but with a depleted and embittered staff, out-of-touch 
programming, and an audience that has lost interest. That is not what “tomorrow’s 
stability” looks like. 
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In thinking seriously about how best to run an organization with both efficiency 
and compassion, theater leaders prior to shutdown had begun to consider new 
leadership structures. The typical not-for-profit theater leadership consists of two 
leaders – an artistic director and a managing director, sometimes known as an executive 
director or a producing director – at the top of a hierarchical structure in which each 
department is working to execute the vision and instructions of these two leaders. 
Hierarchical leadership like this has its advantages, particularly in times of crisis. 
Managing directors I interviewed told me the  established hierarchy of their institutions 
has been an asset during this time,108 109 as employees have demonstrated a desire for 
clear instruction amid the uncertainty,110 and even one who spoke fondly of the 
horizontal structure of her organization was aware that her staff was grateful for her 
decisiveness and the direction she gave them as the shutdown was beginning.111 During 
more manageable times, however, this structure works better for some organizations 
than others, and leaders had started to think seriously about whether the hierarchy to 
which they had defaulted at their founding was really the best fit for their institution. 
The Wilma Theater in Philadelphia announced that the 2019-2020 season would be its 
last with a sole artistic director, the leadership model they’d had in place since its 
founding in 1973. Beginning in 2020, the Wilma adopted a cohort of four artistic 
directors who will rotate through the role of lead artistic director season by season.112  
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This kind of creative thinking about the leadership model that best serves a given 
organization is necessary for the long-term health of the sector. Those who study 
philosophies of management suggest a horizontal or “web-shaped” organizational 
structure as a possible alternative to top-down leadership. In this model, department 
heads collectively comprise the brain trust behind the organization; instead of reporting 
to one or two leaders at the top, they work collaboratively as a group to form a plan that 
fulfills the mission of the organization. This model affords each department more 
decision-making autonomy in its own area of expertise and potentially empowers each 
employee to feel more comfortable taking ownership of the work and coming forward 
with ideas of their own. This model may work best with smaller or newer organizations 
or those with more of an artist-driven ethos of collectivity,113 but as the restructuring at 
the Wilma shows, there are established theaters that could make changes. Theater 
leaders who were contemplating similar changes may now feel that the hierarchy of 
their organization is serving them well in this moment and decide to scrap these plans. 
It would be wise for them to listen to the experts and keep thinking about the long term. 
Implementing more equitable leadership models can help with the important project of 
dismantling the more oppressive elements of the status quo – the racism, sexism and 
classism in the industry – by giving staff members at every level more of a voice.114  
 This unusual year in which everything has been shaken up could be an 
opportunity for organizations to reset how they relate to staff. Every institution strives 
to be a place where employees are happy and want to build careers, but many miss the 
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mark. By spending the money necessary to keep their staff employed and by thinking 
creatively about the leadership models that are best equipped to help those employees 
thrive, leaders can build a talented and motivated team for the long haul and ultimately 























This is a scary moment for every leader, with many difficult decisions both 
behind and ahead. Only time will tell which ones were wise and which were foolish. No 
one can know for sure what the right answer is, so the best we can do is arm ourselves 
with research to try and find patterns in our history and in other industries. We also 
know that this is not the last time our industry will confront uncertainty. Just as we did 
not see this pandemic coming, we will face other difficult times we cannot predict. This 
moment of uncertainty is an opportunity to assess how our institutions can prepare for 
and react to uncertain moments to come. My hope is that the aggregated wisdom of the 
preceding pages and the patterns I have identified will help theater managers attempt to 
mitigate the number of unknowns that face them in this unprecedented time, as well as 
those they will undoubtedly face in the future.  
If there’s one takeaway I hope readers of this paper take to heart, it is this: We 
cannot allow this shutdown to put a damper on our passion for boldness. Risk-taking 
should be what sets not-for-profit theater apart from for-profit entertainment. 
Institutional theaters were built to bring communities around the country an alternative 
to Broadway and touring productions, and over the years they have come to be staples of 
the intellectual and artistic life of those communities. Those at the top of these 
organizations have made huge strides in recent years in recognizing the ways in which 
they are not serving everyone in their communities as well as they could be, including 
their own staff and artists, even as many have also increasingly made safe artistic 
choices they deemed to be in the best financial interest of their institutions. The greatest 
danger of this shutdown is the possibility that many theaters will have to close their 
doors, but an attendant risk is present in the compromises many will feel they have to 
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make to keep that from happening. I hope that in this paper I have been able to show 
that theaters’ survival is not dependent on playing it safe; in fact, it is quite the opposite. 
Theaters’ best chance for survival lies in their willingness to continue to think creatively, 
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